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ARGHITE CLURE. 


LEFT A 1423 illuminated French 
manuscript, The Bedford Book of 
Hours, depicts the Towel of Babel 
as a rectangular plan ringed by a 
series of ramps that rise to its 
summit. Angels hover above in 
the night sky trying to stop this 
mad project of King Nimrod, the 
“mighty hunter before God.” 


OPPOSITE Athanasius Kirchers 
1679 engraving, with its finely 
Vie 2 ; = arcaded ramps that rise far above 
eee” ¥. Y er. ieee the flat plains, is the most 
i . elegant of the Tower of Babel 
illustrations. The ziggurat-lik e 
structure recalls Mesopotamian 
prototypes, although the tower 
displays the evidence of 
abandonment with shrubs and 
trees growing at the top 
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OVERLEAF This eighteenth- 
century engraving by Dutch 
artists Jan Goeree and Jan 
Baptist, from Historie des Ouden 
en Nieuwen Testaments by David 
Martin, depicts one of the first of 
the projects in the Five Books of 
Moses, whose specifications are 
straight from God's mouth to 
Noahs ears: “Make yourself an 
Ark of gofer wood, with reeds 
make an Ark, and cover it within 
and without with a covering of 
pitch.” The ark is a geometric 
construction floating in the 
flooded world of evil. It is a 
temporary structure to preserve 
pairs of male and female species 
for the future repopulation of the 
world. This engraving 
emphasizes the tradition of the 
construction of the ark with 
details of the siding, beams, and 
animal pens. 


They said, “Come, let us build 
ourselves a city, and a tower 
with its top in the heavens, and 
let us make a name for 
ourselves.” —Genesis 11:4 
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Prosperts Turris Babylonica ex Prafcripto: R Adm: Patris Athanaly Kircheri: Soc: eft. 


ee ey 


~~ 

ae a 

ee: 
-~ 


2.2. . 


: Ri Lv 
- hy Als aye. =. 
ent tl i 


re 


QN7N2 12:32 = 


‘So | 
Tpit \ Nu MV 
hee | Voy ) } 
J LAA LA 1 
A / 


ou fii 
4 


Wieser pili Vk i 

Milf} } M4 

ou Wy. ,, 
KZ 


044s) 
Asyit 
ay ‘fh 


MA 4 


— 
~ 
— 
> 
a 
SS 
~ 
oe 
~* 


4 
ov 


g ag Vy 


“And he dreamed, and behold a 
ladder set up on earth, and the 
top of it reached to heaven: and 
behold the angels of God 
ascending and descending 

on it.”—Genesis 28:12 


OPPOSITE Jacobs Ladder, a 1619 
engraving by Robert Fludd, an 
English philosopher and artist, 
illustrated Jacobs dream at Beth-el 
where angels climbed up and 
down this link between the two 
worlds, as described in the Zohar: 
“A ladder is set up on earth, its 
head reaching to heaven- moving 
above, moving below.” It is the 
mythical axis mundi that connects 
heaven and earth, the model for 
all sacred temples. 


RIGHT Contemporary Japanese 
artist Yayoi Kusama’ 2004 Tender 
are the Stairs to Heaven, of 
synthetic polymer resin and optic 
fiber, is a luminous spidery series 
of rungs, barely capable of 
holding the angels who tenuously 
clamber up and down in Jacobs 
dream. It is a dreamy work that 
captures the ethereal quality of 
the Biblical story. 


OVERLEAF The Villa Malaparte, 
fitted into the treacherous cliffs of 
the Faraglioni rocks overlooking 
the Mediterranean Sea on the 
island of Capri, Italy, is the 
penultimate stairway to heaven. 
Built in the 1930s by Italian 
architect Adalberto Libera for the 
Italian poet Curzio Malaparte, the 
villa is less about interior space 
than the grand triangular stair that 
rises to a roof terrace, floating 
between sea and sky—a villa of 
ascension to the heavenly realm. 
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TSIM-TSUM 


| The Void | 


Is God an abstract artist? As the American art historian Kirk Varnedoe noted in his book Pictures of 


Nothing: Abstract Art since Pollock, “abstraction,” after all, comes from the Latin abstractus, which 
means to pull or draw away from. Itis therefore identical to the concept of tsim-tsum, the contraction 
‘or withdrawal of God from a point in space in order to make room for the creation of the universe. 
Profoundly spatial in nature, it answers the.question, if God is everywhere, how can there be room 
for the world? Anselm Kiefer wrote: “| have been dealing with Isaac Luriass tsim-tsum for 20 years. 
This is a very abstract process, an intellectually stimulating and intensive pro¢ess: the idea of a 


retraction from which something is created.” a . 


Of all concepts put forward by the Kabbalah, the tsim-tsum is one of the most provocative and 
pregnant with meaning for artists and architects. The infinite, endless space of God before creation 
is called Ein-Sof, in Hebrew, meaning “without end.” Ein-sof és completely beyond human 
comprehension, and it is only through the manifestation of the world that the Divine is even 
remotely understandable. “tt 3 


Tsim-tsum is the opposite of the active gesture of God in the Book of Sauete where “Let there be 
light” is a decisive, declarative statement of intent. In contrast, tsim-tsum concerns an intentional 
absence, a taking leave of God from himself, thus creating a vacuum or void in the ether of Ein-sof. 
This startling scenario was elaborated by Rabbi Isaac Luria of Safed, in Palestine in the late sixteenth 
century. The great scholar of twentieth-century Kabbalah Gershom Scholem connected the idea of 
tsim-tsum to that of exile, writing: “One is tempted to interpret this withdrawal of God into his own 
Being in terms of Exile, of banishing Himself from His totality into profound seclusion. Regarded this 
way, the idea of tsim-tsum is the deepest symbol of Exile that could be thought of... 
all is not an act of revelation but one of limitation.” 


In Hebrew, tsim-tsum refers to the space in between the cherubim in the Holy of Holies of the 
Temple in Jerusalem, where Gods essence was focused. The shape of the tsim-tsum was a perfect 
“sphere as the contraction occurred equally on all sides. A single ray of light then entered the void, 
bouncing around into the pattern of the Sefirot and the primordial Man, which is known in the 
Kabbalah as Adam Kadmon. All creation proceeded from that point forward. 

.As with most Kabbalistic concepts, tsim-tsum is at once clear and ambiguous. What is the nature of 
this void space from which God has withdrawn? In the late medieval period, Rabbi Snem Tov ben 
Shem Tov explained that the absence of God opened the way for the emergence of evil: 


In art and architecture, the void is a powerful primal concept that has motivated the making of 
form, ranging from Russian Constructivist Kazimir Malevich’ rectangular black voids, to the India- 
born sculptor Anish Kapoors Adam. The American modern artist Barnett Newman entitled his 
sculpture of the empty space. ‘between two folded steel plates tsim-tsum. In architecture, the 
“presence of the absence” has given powerful meaning to the empty spaces of the outdoor room 
of American architect Louis Kahn’s Salk Center in La Jolla, California, and the voids in between the 
blocks of Peter Eisenman’ Holocaust Memorial in Berlin, Germany. The triumph of the void—empty 


space with meaning—recalls American architect Frank Lloyd Wrights reference to Lao-Tsu that the * 
p g x y g 


“space within was the reality,” rather than the outward form. 
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OPPOSITE Artist Barnett Newmans | 
freestanding sculpture of 1969 in 
Corten steel is a series of two 
folded walls of steel, each eight 
feet high and separated bya ~ 
three-foot space. It is called Zim 
Zum after the Hebrew word for 
“contraction,” the cosmic act by 
which God makes room for 
creation. It reinterprets a theme of 
folded glass walls that he had 
used in a synagogue project that 
he had designed for an exhibition 
at the Jewish Museum in 1963. 
Walking in the space in between, 
one can feel the sense of 
contracted space, the earthly 
recreation of this divine act. 
Whether the artist totally succeeds 
is less important than the boldness 
of the cosmic ambition of naming 
the sculpture Zim Zum. 
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So too from within that opening in the 
middle of the Garden issues one light that 
divides in four directions through the four 
openings that we have mentioned, where 
those four inscribed letters exist. That light 
dividing into four lights, to four sparkling 
letter, issues form Eden, a radiant place of 
the Lower points above.—Zohar 6, pg 199 
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ABOVE This computer rendering of Louis 

Kahn’ unbuilt Hurva synagogue in Jerusalem, 

1967-74, shows a view of the parasol roof split OPPOSITE In Louis Kahn’s Yale Center for British 
into four quadrants to let light in. It creates a Art in New Haven, Connecticut, built in 1974, 


powerful figural intersection where the four a miraculous figure appears to float above in 
concrete canopies are separated by a gap the entry atrium. Between the four square 
allowing them to hover and float miraculously skylights, light bounces off the sides of deep 
between the lines of light. The void of light concrete beams, appearing to “hew” or carve 
that creates structure and space is a perfect space from light. It matches the description of 
metaphor for the Tsim-tsum as the beginning creation in the Kabbalistic text Sefer Yestirah, 
of creation. where the world is “hewed"” out of the void 


rather than assembled from disparate elements. 
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84-85 


ABOVE American artist Kenneth Noland’ 1958 
painting Beginnings, pulsing with energy and 
color, is a powerful metaphor for the creation 
of light from the void. Ten rings of color orbit 
around each other, the same number as the 
concentric diagram of the Sefirot. Both the 
Sefirot and Nolands circular paintings are 
concerned with the ebb and flow of energy in 
the universe. In the Sefirot, the outer ring is 
Ein-Sof, the infinite, while the inner rings focus 
on the center of Malchut, the earthly 
kingdom. Nolands circles appear to recede 
into deep space, yet simultaneously maintain 
the picture plane as was desired by the 
Abstract Expressionists. 


84 


OPPOSITE This diagram of various 
representations of Sefirot including tree and 
concentric ring structures, according to Isaac 
Luria, is from the Silesian Protestant minister 
Christian Knorr von Rosenroth’s Kabbala 
Denuaata, “The Kabbalah Uncovered, or the 
Transcendental, Metaphysical, and Theological 
Teachings of the Jews,” from 1684. Knorr 
was one of the most authoritative Christian 
scholars who interpreted the Kabbalah to the 
Western world. 
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OPPOSITE Cuban-American artist Ana Mendieta’ work is 
concerned about the intimate connection between the 
human body and nature and especially the ancient fertility 
rites associated with the female form. In the 1976 work the 
Tree of Life, Mendieta is entirely covered with mud, virtually 
blending into a tree in lowa. Merging into the earth, Mendieta 
becomes Eve, the progenitor of human life. She is also, in her 
inanimate pose, like the Golem, awaiting activation by the 
word from the Divine. 


RIGHT Three artists collaborated on the 1987 work entitled 
Golem /[/—the Russians Rimma Gerlovina and Valeriy Gerlovin, 
and the American Mark Berghash—for an exhibition at the 
Jewish Museum in New York in 1988 called Golem! Danger 
Deliverance and Art. The work consists of color photographic 
prints of fragments of the human body emblazoned with the 
Hebrew letters associated with the Golem, which have been 
mounted on aluminum. Starting with the aleph on the chest, 
the word across the hand spells out emet, meaning truth, and 
is Supposed to activate the creature. But the removal of the 
central a/eph spells met, or death, to deactivate it. The acrostic 
on the ankle and foot spells either adam, which refers to both 
earth and the first man, or without the a/eph, reads dam, 
meaning blood. This work symbolizes the magical power of 
Hebrew words and letters to both create life and take it away. 


